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Abstract: From the late nineteenth century, the
changing pace of “modern life”, with faster forms of
transport and growing urbanisation, created a particular
emphasis on motion, which some avant-garde artists sought
to incorporate in painting. This project helped engender
novel modes of representation such as Impressionism,
Expressionism and Cubism, which became known
collectively as “modernist”. This paper examines how
modernist pictures of repasts and even “still lifes” were
animated by a sense of the movement that was seen to be
characteristic of modern life. It examines how a sense of
movement in art could be generated by the interactions of
figures, through formal means like the strategic use of
brushstrokes, or how it might be influenced by perceptual
tendencies. According to Gestalt psychology, perception
involved a predisposition for orderly, balanced images.
Gestalt theory could imply a need for imaginary
adjustments to the image in order to regain balance, but
this could also create a sense of movement. Food has long
been a ubiquitous theme of art. In the modern period,
when the experience of movement entered painting, food
items previously represented as static became unstable. This
paper shows how food demonstrates the innovatory
character of modernist art in creating a sense of movement.

It is sometimes stated that a painting captures and freezes a
moment. The art historian E. H. Gombrich questioned this
assumption since “[e]ven an instantaneous photograph
records the traces of movement, a sequence of events,
however brief ”.1 From the late nineteenth century, the fast
changing panoply of “modern life” with its novel modes of
transport and urban bustle created a new emphasis on
motion which various avant-garde artists attempted to
incorporate in painting. To convey the agitation of modern
life, these artists sought fresh means of depiction, creating
fluid expressive forms such as Impressionism, Expressionism
and Cubism which became known collectively as “modernist.”
The consumption of food and drink has long been
represented in art. This paper examines how modernist
pictures of repasts and “still lifes” were animated by a sense
of the movement that was characteristic of modern life. It
examines how the formal elements of pictures, such as line
and colour could generate a sense of movement. It also
briefly explores Gestalt theory with its claim that there is a
perceptual tendency to seek an orderly, balanced image and
considers how this could provoke a sense of motion in a
picture. Food has been a ubiquitous topic of art, as

Kenneth Bendiner for example has shown in his study of
food in painting since the Renaissance.2 In the modern
period, the experience of movement entered painting and
food items previously represented as static acquired an
element of instability. Food offers a lens through which the
innovatory character of modernist art in effecting a sense
of movement might be examined.
Taking a Line for a Walk
The formal properties of paintings, such as line, colour and
shape can be used to produce effects of movement for the
viewer. A line tends to be seen as going somewhere, as
directional. The Swiss
artist Paul Klee in his
Pedagogical Sketchbook
referred to ‘an active line
on a walk, moving freely
[…] The mobility agent is a
point, shifting its position
forward’.3 In John B. Yeats’s
sketch, Sarah Purser Taking
Tea of the early 1900s (see
Figure 1), multi-directional
pencil strokes animate the
body. Her head is turned
and teacup tilted as if she
addresses a companion and
the pencil strokes forming
her hair and then beneath
Figure 1. Sarah Purser Taking
the brim of her hat point
Tea by John Butler Yeats, early
1900s, pencil on paper, 18.5 x
the viewer in the direction
11cm, image courtesy of Adam’s,
of her gaze. Yeats’s
Fine Art Auctioneers & Valuers.
pencilwork therefore not
only gives solidity to the figure but gives a sense of her
turning and chatting at tea. This imagined animation of
the figure depends on the viewer’s part in following the
direction of the lines.
Colours can also create a sense of movement. For
instance, because cool colours in a picture tend to recede
while warm colours appear closer, the eyes will have to
switch between such contrasts. The movement of the
viewer’s gaze may be limited by the outline or frame of a
painting, but where a figure or object is cut by the frame,
the viewer’s imagination may move beyond it in order to
complete a figure or action. Such viewings involve shifting
the gaze with the corollary of motion attached to the
experience of looking at a picture.
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A “Good Gestalt”
Geatalt theory would suggest that responding to the
formal properties of a picture might be accompanied by a
cognitive tendency to impose order, balance and meaning
on what is perceived. Gestalt means form or shape, in
particular an organised whole that is different from or
more than the parts that comprise it. Gestalt psychology
was a school of thought based on a seminal paper of 1912
by a Czech psychologist, Max Wertheimer entitled
“Experimental Studies of the Perception of Movement”.4
Wertheimer postulated that people’s neural and perceptual
organisation perceived as good a Gestalt, or organised
whole, as possible, albeit with differentiated parts. The
French chemist Michel-Eugene Chevreul in 1839 had
shown how a colour appeared to change when placed
against different backgrounds. This suggested that a figure
or shape was not perceived alone but as part of a
combination of figure and ground, which appeared
consistent with Gestalt theory.5 In a later paper of 1923,
“Laws of Organisation in Perceptual Forms”, Wertheimer
argues that figures tended to be perceived as part of a whole
according to various factors or laws, such as a law of
proximity (how close to other figures they were); of
similarity (how like other figures), or directionality, for
example shared horizontality or verticality.6 Wertheimer
states that “characteristic ‘whole properties’ (are) closure,
equilibrium, and symmetry”.7 The factor of closure inclines
people to perceive incomplete forms as complete.8
Symmetry did not just refer to similarity of parts but to
“the logical correctness of a part considered relative to the
whole in which that part occurs”.9
Modern Life, Food and Movement
In her article, “Movement in Painting”, Carla Gottlieb
suggests that the viewer of a painting will if necessary try to
create such a Gestalt, or organised whole. For example, if
there are disjunctive elements that cause instability in the
design, a viewer might try to correct this and to restore
symmetry and stability through a series of what Gottlieb
calls “phantom motions”.10 This may involve visually
correcting asymmetry in a picture, or imaginatively
completing or closing a shape or figure.
Gestalt theory has rightly been criticised for focusing on
visual perception and abstract form to the exclusion of
cultural meanings. Gottlieb suggests that an area of
juxtaposed small brushstrokes with different colours and
shapes casts us into a “maze of dissimilarities” and a search
for orderly structure. However, she also suggests that such
areas of small variegated brushstrokes may provide: “an
onomatopoeic medium to render the active alertness of a
large city”. 11 Lynda Nead argues that the introduction of
the moving pictures of the cinema in the late nineteenth
century had a dramatic effect on visual culture: “the idea of
motion haunted all visual media and altered both viewers’
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expectations of the image and their modes of perception”.12
The idea of motion inhabited visual art a little before the
movies as modern life brought new modes of transport and
busy consumerism. Various avant-garde artists wished to
represent these novel aspects of modern life and to this end
they endeavoured to create appropriate modes of depiction.13

Figure 2. Midsummer by James Guthrie, 1892, oil on canvas,
99 x 124.5 cm, The Royal Scottish Academy, Edinburgh,
public domain.

The effort to produce a sense of movement can be observed
in certain Impressionist paintings. These can appear to contain
a maze of coloured lines and dabs, as for example in
Midsummer by the Glasgow artist James Guthrie. painted in
1892, in his depiction of three women seated around a tea table
in the garden (see Figure 2). Early critics of Impressionism
found it chaotic and “a rumour confirmed that the artists
didn’t use brushes but loaded a revolver with their colours and
fired them onto the canvas.”14 However by the late nineteenth
century, Impressionism was being publicly recognised and
viewers were motivated to seek coherent images, as far as
possible creating an orderly and balanced form. Such effort,
with its subliminal perceptual adjustments, gives the pictures a
sense of movement which helps to convey the agitation of
modern life. In Guthrie’s painting for example, the eye moves
around the canvas distinguishing skirts from flora and
sparkling sunlight from shade. The contents of the table, which
appear to include a jug and a teapot, also shift: the shapes and
relation of teapot and jug are ambivalent. The body language of
the figures also indicates movement, for instance, the woman
on the right leaning forward, her hand approaching a jug. The
painting therefore rejects any appearance of an unmoving tableau
and instead presents a lively interaction of people, objects,
fabrics, sunshine and foliage.
Three Repasts
As well as middle class tea parties in the garden, another
theme of contemporary painting was suburban evening
meals among artists, such as Marie Bracquemond’s Sous la
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lampe (Under the lamp), (oil on canvas, 68.5 x 113 cm,
1877, Galleries Maurice Sternberg Chicago, public
domain). Here, the artist Alfred Sisley and his partner,
Marie Lescouezec are depicted dining at the Bracquemonds
in Sèvres, a suburban area of Paris.15 Sisley, although
British, lived most of his life in France. Marie Bracquemond
was born in Brittany and had married the artist Felix
Bracquemond in 1869. Sous la lampe shows a well-provisioned
table on which stands a large steaming tureen with a ladle
and serving spoon alongside, a stack of china plates, bread
roll, condiments and wine. Sisley looks amicably across to
the artist and potential viewer. The lamp casts a warm
orange glow over the table and the faces of the figures. The
silver ladle and spoon sparkle under the light. The steam is
painted in rising spirals of warm colours which are picked
up in the orange floral motif in the stripes of Marie’s dress.
The orange in the picture complements the green lampshade,
which encourages eye movement between the opposing
colours, and produces a sense of equilibrium in the
painting. The whole scene is animated by the warm colours
and the various patterns and by the dancing brushstrokes.
Nead has pointed to the co-existence of different
engagements with contemporary modernity, “for
modernity also involved the reinvention of the countryside
as a leisure-time destination for the urban motorist”.16 The
pseudo-rural event of the middle-class picnic was an aspect
of modern life. Amid the bustle of the city, picnics in parks
or the countryside provided for recreation and they became
a theme of modern art. Holyday (oil on canvas, c.1876),
depicts a waterside picnic by Jacques Joseph (James) Tissot,
a French artist who lived in London for a decade from
1871.17 The picnic food and accompaniments indicate
affluence, for example the fine china, the carefully laid out
sets of knives, the dainty slices of bread, cakes, grapes and a
tea service of a kettle on a stand and sugar bowl. Holyday is
a little more traditional in style than some modernist work
insofar as the figures, their clothes and the picnic spread
are quite carefully delineated. However, much of the
canvas, for instance the water is sketchily painted adding a
sense of movement and impermanence to the scene.
Movement in this picnic scene also derives from the
attitudes of the figures. A male figure in conversation in the
background gestures expressively like an actor on stage or a
dancer. The three foreground figures form a kind of frieze
across the canvas with movement from the kneeling figure
to the reclining man stopped by the outward-facing figure
of the woman on the right. Without an obvious focus, this
horizontal alignment encourages the viewer to scan along
the foreground of the picture before returning to the main
action, being performed by the female figure on the left.
This kneeling figure leans over to pour from a tiny jug into
a cup held awkwardly yet languidly by a reclining male
figure. The precarious attitude of the woman pouring into
the cup may be interpreted as a cue for the viewer seeking a
Gestalt symmetry to imaginatively correct the imbalance.
The characters in the picture do not look out of the frame
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to acknowledge a fictive viewer but there is a space to enter
the scene and imaginatively partake of the picnic. In the
fictitious time and space of the picture, the viewer’s
subliminal effort to correct the balance of the kneeling
woman might take the viewer’s imagination forward to the
completed action or even backwards to the moment before
the woman leans over.
The scene of Renoir’s large painting Luncheon of the
Boating Party (oil on canvas, 1880-81) is the Fournaise
restaurant by the Seine at Chatou, northwest of Paris.18 A
railway bridge in the background emphasises the modernity
of the scene.19 It shows a lively scene of chatting, flirting
and drinking. It is posed mostly by Renoir’s friends,
including his future wife Aline Charigot, holding a small
dog. The man leaning against the balcony railing is
Alphonse Fournaise Jr., the restaurant owner’s son, and a
woman with her elbows on the railing is believed to be
Alphonsine Fournaise, his daughter. The man back-tofront in his chair is the painter Gustave Caillebotte. The
top-hatted man on the left at the back is Charles Ephrussi,
a banker and editor of the Gazette des Beaux-Arts. The
participants stand or sit around in casual attitudes with a
multitude of juxtaposed and counterposed stances and
gestures which add up to an impression of animation.
Several possible sequences of eye movements for the viewer
to adopt can be discerned. One interpretation is proferred in
the online Art Encyclopedia by Visual Arts Cork:
First, our attention is cleverly directed by the two
men in straw boaters. Alighting on the man seated
at the table (extreme right), our eyes follow his gaze
to the man standing by the railing (extreme left),
whose own gaze we follow along the railing to the
man in the top hat. Here our attention is caught by
the face and white-jacket of the man in the foreground,
who leans over the woman in the white hat. The
man’s white jacket merges into the white singlet of
the original figure, and the circle is complete.20
This account focuses almost solely on male figures. On the
website entitled Vin de Vie, it is suggested that what catches
the eye in Luncheon of the Boating Party is “a masterful
deployment of yellow, the first colour the eye sees”.
According to this analysis, the eye of the imagined viewer is
attracted by the central female figure, the owner’s daughter,
then moves to the yellow boater of the man standing on the
left, back to the young woman’s straw hat, up to the yellow
foliage at the top, down to the yellow boater of Gustave
Caillebotte and across to the young lady with the dog
wearing a boater of cream-yellow.21
What is not mentioned in either description is that the
figures’ complex interactions depend upon the anchor or
pedestal of the table with its glinting still life of bottles,
glasses and grapes. The empty glasses give the scene a
history, while the remaining bottles and grapes on the table
anticipate continuing celebration. The table with its end of
meal drinks and fruit is the centrepiece of the party, and
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arguably it is to this array, which gives meaning to the
event, that the eye constantly returns as a landing point.
Furthermore, a major source of a sense of movement in the
scene is created by the many loose and variegated
brushstrokes that make up every element of the painting,
from the striped sleeves of the man leaning over on the
right to the tablecloth and the glinting bottles in the
centre, all of which the viewer has to compose into a
readable whole.
Still Lifes
The motion of “modern life” could be represented through
a single subject, such as Monet’s images of the railway, but a
sense of movement could also inflect a whole range of
everyday scenes and objects that constituted the experience
of modern life. Cubism, by splitting up everyday objects,
such as a bowl of fruit, and locating the bits in different
spaces, and on different planes, encouraged the viewer to
scan the canvas in order to connect the pieces. The search
for a Gestalt or whole effect helps stimulate the viewer to
put the elements together, although they are liable to fall
apart again without recurring efforts to unite them. The
cubist picture is therefore not experienced as a static array
of shapes but as a dynamic configuration of identifiable
objects. For example, Braque’s Composition with the Ace of
Clubs (oil, gouache and charcoal on canvas, 1912-13) which
at first appears to be a confusion of shapes, can gradually be
seen to contain a schematic table, playing cards, a jug or vase
and at the apex, a fruit plate with possibly a pomegranate
and a bunch of grapes hovering above.22
This cubist representation is not merely a formal puzzle
however. The cards and the grapes are the most readily
identifiable items. The grapes are prominent at the apex of
the composition yet quite roughly drawn as though to
emphasise that they are a representation, not an illusion of
actual grapes. Their outline is then reiterated or echoed
throughout the composition from the top left through to
the bottom right, where the shading seen on the left of the
grapes in the bunch above is echoed in the curved form
here. It is as if the common Mediterranean motif of a
bunch of grapes is being analysed in order to find a new
way of seeing and representing it. It shows objects of
everyday life seen from an entirely novel perspective,
fragmented, both isolated and juxtaposed and the viewer’s
eyes constantly move across and around the canvas putting
the pieces together.
In some of Cézanne’s paintings, the colours of objects
slip from their place within the outline of the object.23
Cézanne’s Still Life with Apples (oil on canvas, 1895-98)
upset traditional notions of still-life in which the elements
were carefully arranged, meticulously painted and
stationary, with a clear focus.24 Here “the edges of the fruit
in the bowl are undefined and appear to shift. Rules of
perspective, too, are broken; the right corner of the table
tilts forward and is not aligned with the left side. Some
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areas of canvas are left bare, and others, like the drape of
the tablecloth, appear unfinished”.25 Furthermore, the
ellipse of the edge of the bowl is deformed and the edge of
the glass is drawn as if the viewer is looking down on it as
well as across.26 Some of the apples look ready to roll off the
table. There is also confusion between represented apples
and the depiction of images of fruit and foliage on a draped
cloth to the left. There is no obvious focus, so that the
viewer scans across the canvas while attempting to finish or
correct the dislocated parts. In terms of cultural meaning,
Still Life with Apples shows an apparently random
scattering of fruit over an upturned cloth representing a
kind of abundance and also wastefulness – perhaps an
image of the growing consumerism of modern life. The
picture lacks a clear focus for the viewer, instead allowing a
choice of where to look and how to move through the
scene, much like the experience of the modern city.

Figure 3. Still Life, Drawing Board, Pipe, Onions and SealingWax by Vincent van Gogh, 1889, oil on canvas, 50 x 64 cm,
Kröller-Müller Museum, public domain.

Van Gogh did many still lifes of fruit and vegetables.
What significance might we attribute to his reiteration of
such motifs? Van Gogh’s Still Life, Drawing Board, Pipe,
Onions and Sealing-Wax of 1889, painted at his home in
Arles in the south of France shortly after he left hospital,
displays a number of personal everyday objects (see Figure 3).
These include his drawing board, a book, and his pipe and
tobacco which, as he wrote to his sister, was one of the
ingredients suggested by Charles Dickens as a remedy
against suicide.27 The letter lying here would have symbolic
importance for Van Gogh as he wrote prolifically to his
brother Theo, on whom he depended for both personal and
professional support. There is a tea kettle and an open wine
or perhaps absinthe bottle at the margins of the display.
Art historians have commented on some of these objects
but tend to overlook the onions. Yet the central position of
newly picked onions among what seem to be significant
objects for Van Gogh indicate how important he
considered these items of fresh food. During one of his
stays in Saint-Rémy asylum in Provence, his doctor advised
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him to eat more and he determined to eat better. Writing
to Theo in May, 1888, Van Gogh had advised him of the
benefits of spring air and “plenty of fresh vegetables”.28 In
July, 1888 Van Gogh told Theo that good health was
essential for work and required “observing an up-to-date
health regime”.29 In January 1889, when he painted this
work, Van Gogh reassured Theo, “I am eating well”.30 This
determination is reinforced by the title of the book
displayed here, Manuel annuaire de la Santé 1834 (Yearly
Manual of Health 1834) by F. V. (François-Vincent) Raspail,
who had been a scientist, naturalist and socialist politician.
An onion placed on Raspail’s book connects it to the idea
of healthfulness and also gives the illusion of a cover illustration,
mimicking Van Gogh’s own depiction of onions.
The objects laid out are presented at an angle and
apparently ready to slide, so that the viewer’s attention is
captured by their imagined incipient movement. The many
variegated but predominantly yellow brushstrokes on the
table move across horizontally, while the blue, green, yellow
and orange strokes on the wall pour downwards or rush
upward. The effort after order and meaning by the viewer
gradually composes the picture, returning to rest on the
onions in the centre, which themselves are made up of a
multitude of little coloured stripes that jostle together and
face different directions so that as the viewer attempts to
follow them they seem animated and full of vitality.
Still Life, Drawing Board, Pipe, Onions and Sealing-Wax
presents a kind of pre-Cubist space, acknowledging the
two-dimensionality of the picture surface instead of
endeavouring to give an illusion of three-dimensionality.
However, this is beginning to be a space into which the
viewer cannot enter as the space is slightly flattened, losing
some of its representation of three-dimensionality and
pushing the objects to the surface of the canvas. There is no
imaginary foothold and a strong sense of space compressed.
The effect of this is to create a focus on these ordinary,
animated yet unobtainable objects. The viewer is drawn to
study them, but they remain in their own world.

Figure 4. Still Life with Red Cabbages and Onions by
Vincent van Gogh, 1887, oil on canvas, 50 x 64.5 cm,
Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam, public domain.
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Van Gogh’s Still Life with Red Cabbages and Onions of
1887 was painted in Paris before he moved to Arles. Onions
feature alongside healthful red cabbage (see Figure 4). The
vegetables and the background are all composed of little
brushstrokes of different colours, predominantly blue, green
and rusty red for the cabbages and yellow and orange for the
onions. Behind, a vertical wall or cloth is composed of sweeping
vertical brushstrokes of blue, white and grey that cascade
beneath the vegetables like a waterfall creating a strong sense
of motion, drawing attention to the objects caught in the rush.
Van Gogh’s Still Life with Basket and Six Oranges (oil on
canvas, 1888) provides another example of Van Gogh’s
interest in healthy fresh food.31 Like Cézanne’s apples, the
oranges are prospectively in motion, but in Van Gogh’s
picture the surrounding brushstrokes aid this directional
effect. His basket with oranges sits at what seems to be an
inclined angle so that the fruit seems ready to roll out of
the basket. The effect is to give the fruit an extraordinary
vitality and a sense that the rolling fruit might be caught or
picked up in advance. The long strokes of blue and green
alongside the basket add to a sense of movement on the
part of the basket itself as it sails like a ship on water
creating a wake as it goes.
Conclusion
Nineteenth century avant-garde artists wished to represent
changing modern life with its noise, light and bustle and to
do so they devised new styles that rejected the old modes of
producing a fixed illusionary realism. How food and drink
were consumed and celebrated constituted an essential
aspect of modern life, whether the the artists’ evening meal
depicted by Bracquemond, the middle-class pastime of
picnicking represented by Tissot or the semi–al fresco
repast as painted by Renoir. Contemporary writings on
healthful eating were taken up by Van Gogh who
repeatedly focused on domestic still lifes of freshly-picked
fruit and vegetables.
Modernist art adopted modes of expression that undid
conventional ways of presenting the world and incorporated
the agitation of modern life, through devices such as multiple
directional and multi-coloured brushstrokes. The viewer’s
sense of movement in a painting might well be enhanced by
the search for and evocation of a “good Gestalt”, or a coherent
form that was readable in terms of balance and wholeness.
The resultant imaginary corrections to modernist paintings
could help to create a sense of animation or movement for
the viewer. Even in objects that were by nature immobile,
the rush and colour of modern life was symbolised in
multi-directional and variegated brushstrokes that made
up both objects and backgrounds, as in Van Gogh’s still
lifes. The viewer’s role in creating a sense of movement in
avant-garde painting was essential, whether shaping the
variegated brushstrokes of impressionist art into a summer
tea, re-enacting the gestures of middle-class picnickers, or
responding to the mobile vitality of a still life of cabbages.
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